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Abstract

Introduction: In leading international architecture programs, spatial education is often
approached through a multidimensional framework encompassing design thinking, spatial
analysis, embodied experience, and collaborative critique (Dorst, 2019; Maltep, 2022).
Spatial literacy—defined as the ability to perceive, interpret, and creatively engage with
spatial forms—is increasingly recognized as a foundational competency in architectural
education (Park & Kim, 2020; Lawson, 2001). Despite its centrality, spatial literacy among
architecture students remains inconsistently developed, particularly within curricula that
overemphasize theoretical abstraction or technical modeling to the detriment of experiential
learning.This study explores the relationship between pedagogical approaches and spatial
understanding among undergraduate students enrolled in the architecture program at the
Islamic Azad University, Saveh Branch, in 2023. Specifically, it examines how different
instructional strategies affect students’ conceptualization of space and seeks to identify
effective teaching practices from the student perspective.

Method: This applied research adopted a descriptive-analytical design and utilized
quantitative data collection methods, including structured observation and questionnaires.
The study population comprised undergraduate architecture students admitted in 2023 at the
Islamic Azad University, Saveh Branch. A purposive sampling strategy was used to identify
relevant clusters, followed by random sampling within these groups. Based on Morgan’s
table, 80 valid questionnaires were distributed and collected.The questionnaire was
designed to assess the relationship between instructional methods and students’ spatial
comprehension, and to identify pedagogical approaches deemed most effective. Expert
review ensured content validity. Data were analyzed using both descriptive and inferential
statistics, facilitated by Microsoft Excel and SPSS software.

Results: Teaching Tools and Methods

Students reported that instructors employed diverse teaching strategies, including:

Emphasis on aesthetic and geographic dimensions of space.

Sketching and form design through physical and digital models.
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Utilization of architectural images, plans, and videos.

Site visits and multisensory spatial experiences.

While theoretical instruction focused on the semantic and physical dimensions of space,
practical methods aimed to immerse students in varied spatial environments. Among
respondents, 67% emphasized the effectiveness of practical methods, while 33% favored
theoretical approaches. Variability in instructional impact was largely attributed to
differences in practical methodologies.

Impact of Instruction on Spatial Comprehension

The majority of students identified direct spatial experience—including site visits and
sensory engagement with architectural environments—as the most effective method for
fostering spatial understanding. Others cited the utility of:

Visual aids (films, plans, diagrams),

Three-dimensional modeling,

Theoretical instruction in aesthetic and structural principles.

Practical methods were consistently rated higher in terms of perceived educational
impact.

Perceived Effectiveness of Pedagogical Strategies

When asked to evaluate teaching methods, 45% of students favored direct spatial
engagement, 24% preferred visual materials, 17% endorsed physical or digital modeling,
and 14% highlighted theoretical instruction. These results underscore the value of
experiential learning as a critical component of architectural education.

Discussion:The findings suggest a disconnect between instructional emphasis and

student learning preferences. While instructors prioritized three-dimensional modeling and
visual representations, students overwhelmingly favored methods that allowed them to
engage directly with space through movement, observation, and sensory interaction. This
discrepancy may reflect an overreliance on representational techniques at the expense of
embodied learning, a critique echoed in architectural education literature (Pallasmaa, 2018;
Ferning, 2021).Interestingly, no statistically significant correlations were found between
spatial understanding and variables such as gender, age, or instructional format. However,
an inverse and statistically significant relationship was observed between the effectiveness
of teaching methods and the extent to which these methods were prioritized by instructors,
suggesting a misalignment in pedagogical practice.Moreover, the study identified
curriculum rigidity as a potential barrier to pedagogical innovation. The existing program,
unchanged for over five years, may insufficiently accommodate evolving educational needs
and technological advancements.

Conclusion :Students at the Islamic Azad University, Saveh Branch, recognize the

multifaceted nature of space but often struggle to articulate their understanding. While
instructors employ a broad range of teaching strategies, students report that experiential and
practical methods are more effective in enhancing spatial comprehension. The misalignment
between instructor priorities and student preferences highlights the need for a pedagogical
realignment, emphasizing experiential, site-based, and multisensory approaches to spatial
education. Curriculum reforms that foreground these methods may foster deeper spatial
literacy and contribute to improved architectural quality in urban contexts.

Keywords: architectural education, spatial understanding, teaching methods,
experiential learning, Iranian architecture students
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